. TAYLOR SWIFT 


AGAINST TORTURED: AN ESSAY/PROLOGUE 


A big part of modernity involves rejection of essentialist thinking-that is, the idea there’s 
something in the essence of a person (or more typically, a category of person, e.g. women or queer people) 
that’s pre-determined and immutable. For example, not too long ago it was perfectly normal for someone to 
believe a woman’s place was in the home; women and girls were essentially better suited for things like 
cooking and cleaning (as opposed to, say, being the first artist in recorded history to become a billionaire 
without committing human rights violations). While we’re certainly living in a troubling time for those who 
wish to sustain modernity, specifically as it pertains to things like gender equality and freedom of 
expression (and while much of the blame for this trouble belongs to billionaires as a category of person), 
it’s still unusual to meet someone intelligent and educated who believes certain people are destined to be 
a certain way. Still, even some of the most progressive and worldly people I know have a hard time letting 
go of the idea of the Tortured Artist™. While I feel my own art has absolutely been educated and even improved 
by suffering, we should absolutely fight against the myth of creativity as necessarily painful. 


As someone who’s been making art since childhood, and as a full-time touring performer for over half 
my life, I’ve met hundreds of artists from all over the world. In my experience exceptional art (in 
particular, exceptional poetry) isn’t the result of an exceptionally difficult life, but rather a specific 
kind of prodigious empathy. Maybe it’s essentialist of me to think so, but it feels true to say poets don’t 
feel worse than most people; we just feel more. If we’re categorically unhappy, maybe that says less about 
poets than it does about the world in which we’ve been made to live. 


In 1975, the United Nations defined torture as cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 
but differentiated it from pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in, or incidental to, lawful 
sanctions. Apparently, even an ideal society must allow for a certain amount of unpleasantness to 
occur-everyone suffers—but only some @€@ tortured, and torture, often psychological as well as material in 
nature, is never to be excused. Why then do we tolerate, even glamorize, the suffering of the most perceptive 
and empathetic among us? 


On some level, the cliché of the tortured artist is just victim blaming in a leather jacket. Just as 
staggering amounts of money have been poured into the idea that the secret cure for poverty is anything other 
than just giving that same money to the poor, there’s been a huge investment on a cultural level in the idea 
of artists as tormented by nature. To encounter any media about artists is to believe we’re intentionally 
depraved, that we abuse drugs and alcohol for the juvenile thrill of taking risks (as opposed to sheer 
desperation), that we’re mentally unstable on purpose—anything to perpetuate the idea that perceptive, 
empathetic and progressive people are essentially miserable, and prevent the correct identification of the 
ways in which we are being immiserated. 


To be clear, this isn’t just about money (although certainly, American arts funding is a mean-spirited 
joke). It’s about the ways in which we’re made to feel embarrassed about our dreams, stupid for wanting to 
make anything other than money or babies. It’s about the transparent envy of tech bros fueling their desire 
to stunt on us by publicly claiming our work has no real value even as the entire industry of AI relies upon 
its theft. In short, if poets are tortured, it is because we are being tortured. I don’t believe this is how 
the world has to be-it’s just how it is right now. As a writer, I feel like it’s part of my job to identify 
problems, even when I don’t have a clear, clean, or easy solution ready. Maybe that’s the kind of thing 
better left articulated by progressive economists and cultural critics. Maybe I’1l talk about it more later. 
For now, I just needed to tell someone how angry it makes me. 


Anger is a big part of my emotional landscape, and a big motivator for my creative work. When I 
published my first book last year, I poured a lot of my political rage into it, and I was pleasantly surprised 
to discover having vented that rage effectively placed it outside of my body. Since then, it’s been easier 
to live, and there’s been more space for happiness in my life. No one is ever going to accuse me of blind 
optimism, yet despite looming darkness at the horizon I’ve felt somehow lighter over the past year. That’s 
due in part to the love and attention of my wonderful friends, my queer community, and yes, even my fellow 
Swifties. Getting into Taylor’s music gradually (since lockdown, but with increasing velocity after 
Midnights) has been a rare unmitigated pleasure and it’s introduced me to some really fun and interesting 
people. It’s something me (a poet) my sister (a doctor) and my father (a retired entrepreneur) can all agree 
on, and we’ve bonded over it. How cool is that? 


It’s been a’ huge inspiration to me as a creative to watch Swift bring so many different kinds of 
people the same joy, even while writing about her own sorrows and pains. I put together this book to be an 
homage, and I released it for free as a little thank you to the world for all the wonderful things, music, 
memories, and people I’ve been given. Like my last book, I poured my rage and hurt and confusion into it, 
hoping something beautiful would fall out—only this time instead of focusing on politics, I decided to follow 
Swift and zero in on my personal life a little more. My hope is by doing so myself, I’1l evict some of the 
hurt that inspired these poems, and make room for more contentment, more kindness and compassion and joy, 
that I might have more to distribute amongst those I love. If you’re reading this, that includes you. Thanks 
so much for your attention, and your time. I hope you fiimd these poems as rewarding to read as I found them 
to write. I hope you find all that, and so much more. 


Yours in Love and Poetry, 
Sean Patrick Mulroy 


After the first death, there is no other. 
—Dylan Thomas 


Why can’t I write something to wake the dead? 
That pursuit is what burns most deeply. 
—Patti Smith 


There are facets of you that only glow in the dark. 
—Taylor Swift 


————+ 


TWO WEEKS Me 
tT 


All my mornings open like the grave. 
My mind, a cemetery gate, sways screaming rust and slow decay. 


\ I never asked for a commitment; I have been committed. A 
\ These prescriptions, ever-shifting, # © ——d 


each a new aesthetic, fresh paint slicked across the same pathetic house. 


Two weeks. 4 | 
\ j 
\ , 


Let me out. 


A toom without a door: how we wete lovers, once; two writers riding 
trains and travelling the world together, reading poetry in bed, and how 
the light caressed you differently on different continents, " letters sent 


>» to friends in jetlagged - a 
met lial [havent == | this in years—pretty. 1 makes me | pretty. 
— weeks. My entire i oa 
an envelope you steamed apart with just your breath, 
addressed to Hell, and sent there 


by your sudden death, 


My neighbors learn the bedlam of my grief by volume. 
Bedridden. Like medicine the pain arrives in bitter doses, | J 
miracle drug, misery high, my sweet asylum. 


ae 


You | nie worrying your sins 


- and your aietinemenc business. I still breathe. 
I e. the news. / 


I watch a better man than either of us ST you 
._ beside your family. 


» I’m jealous. | 
“a = make a clean break, and a good escape. XX 
I'll watch that too. — 
see him begin his good new life 
with somebody who doesn’t look at all like you, and stop * 
Sl} cccurning all your mother’s calls— 


but first, he buys a sports car. 


I kill him. 
want to 2 
\ ‘ 
ie} 


Good boy. 
Nascent widow. 
Little wife. 2m 


ali; Li +] | 
Te! a) | 


SOME THINGS I NEVER THOUGHT PD SAY 7 
a \ ae ' te. | 
You left the polaroids of your ex-boyfriends pinned up on the wall * 
beside your bed for years after each break-up, even after reading lists | 7 
of all their unforgivable abuses on the open mic. I found it 
strange—I mean, it bothered me, their faces crowding frames by 
snapshots of your closest friends, the cokehead pinned above you 
and your roommate at the beach, the groomer next to one of me Les @ 
using a cigarette to light a cherry bomb, the summer of 2009. © ‘ 
You hit 2000 followers online; it hit you back, and punch drunk 
you began to call yourself a public figure. You wete latte art 
-and typewriters and finger tats, the kind of hipster girlfriend 
shitty men write terribly in search of, each hilariously desperate 
in their bids for your affection as recounted in the books of slap * «> 
dash poetry you printed at the library to sell out of your purse. 
You tortured men the way you tortured metaphors, clichés 
drawn out for ages. I forgave you your mistakes for all the passion ~ 
I imagined was behind them, all your new work bleeding into what 
I'd read before. Believing all the blood was yours, I let you cut me 
more than once, by sabotage and gossip, nail-point small and 
cat-scratch petty until all of it lay out before me like a set of spikes 
across the road. I chose you, still, for how I thought you saw me: 
tortured poet, larger than my own life. Flattery I took for admiration, 
play-acting my audience until the instant it served better just to play 
me. So I wrote you off. You wrote me in to poems cast as Warhol, 
dressed in his exaggerated villainy—jw 199 
Se I like all your fiction, mediocre. 
Now it’s over, I'll admit I miss the nights when we got high to Lana 
sighing ultraviolent ballads on your vinyl player while you styled 
my hair with craft scissors, declaring you would wear a red dress 
to my funeral, perform a torch song lying on my coffin stretched out 
like the notes you held beyond the measure, just to make sure 
everyone would hear you sing the last word. _Pitchy little liar. 
Ingrate mouth of internet. How blessed you are I chose to punish 
you with silence rather than with noise. 
ad The polaroids—I bet you’ve kept them, 
Necessary evidence of who you were, before the nights spent 
hotel Chelsea wasted trying to erase how well you’ve hidden her; 
how poorly you’ve concealed who you’ve become, or else, have 
always been—but who can say? Who’s left to guess? 
. Who else still knows you? ” 
I know you ate lonely Emily. I think that’s why you drink so much. 
The past, a sad abstraction, passive, flatter than the photographs 
of those who wouldn’t look for you if you went missing, too afraid 


hp = A= to be betrayed by what they’d find. 


A FEW BANNED TOYS AND WHETHER I WOULD DATE THEM 


conceit after Stephen Brower \ A & = w 
ed ¥ rah 
—— a“ Lawn Darts (1970) : . f 4 y 
. \ 4 \ y, 
He takes a while to really fall for you, — 1 } 
but when he does, look out! — ! 
a \ 
He’s sharp and stylish, retro-fly and colorful, : 
the kind of guy who throws himself at you 


with such abandon that it feels impersonal. 
The type who says that love is blind 
like it’s more threat than joke. 
. wee Oa 
There are a litany of reasons why it’s easy to 
wy forget the trail of exes face-down in the grass, 
the rivulets of blood pooling beside them. 
Why it’s easier to blame their carelessness, 
because there is some truth to it. 


Cabbage F Patch Kids Snacktime Kid (1997) 


This one is a doll. 

we 
He sucks you in and leaves 

rene impressions, and at first it seems you 

fit, if anything, too right— 

Until you realise he’s one of those boys 

who won't let anything go. 


He’s reinventing himself constantly, 
but it’s always just a variation on a theme— 
it's obvious he’s never going to be someone 
who doesn’t need you to take care of him. 
<n 
It’s cute in theory, how he’s always crushing? 
¢ but i ice it’s just kind of painful 
ut in practice it’s just kind of painful. 
- 


Easy Bake Oven (2007) 


First, pull this string, and Pll tell you = 
I’ve been burned before, but so have you, 
and after all, who doesn’t want somebody 


: ’ » way. ie sweet and easy? 
fp : : | 


\ Sure, there’s danger in the heat of his touch; 
Ser at this point Pll take any kind of heat, if only 


Ra : just to feel something. 


Look, everyone has flaws, and nobody 

is wicked by design? 
Tl gladly settle for a man who feeds ne —_—a ~ 
something other than a line. 


¥, . _ 


i 
»HOW DARE YOU THINK IT’S ROMANTIC 


The winter when I loved him unrequitedly so hard 
© I couldn’t leave my room except to hit the gym before 
the dawn, I used to crank my headphones to a volume 
pwhere I couldn’t hear my own feet hit the treadmill, 
* floating through an hour’s workout and then skulking 
back home to my desk to write while double fisting 
black coffee and diet coke until I could be certain of 
my heart’s position in my chest, that it was still in place, 
still capable of keeping me alive no matter how I tried ws 
» to work at dying over him. Surreal, the soundless climb Th 
"on endless staircases to nothing but the sparkling sweat 
that wept until my shirt stuck to my neck, the stars 
appearing in my eyes when it was time to stop for fear 
— Id faint and wake up naked in the barren field again, 
the one he left me in without my clothes, blind 

; heavenstruck and hollow as a straw. 


is<¢ + 


Forgive me, reader, if ’m hesitant to illustrate for you 
how starving feels like weightlessness, like drifting 
from one hour to another like a black balloon. It’s said 
to be infectious—anorexia—a vector of disease, to 
merely mention the hostility and pleasure that I felt 
within its emptiness, the prison on whose walls 
» I scratched my wild accounts of cosmic love, the more 
© pathetic for my steep descent into a kind of stubborn 
' madness, and a certainty that if I could just suffer long 
enough, he would come back for me, that healing 
would serve only to betray the deepest want and ¥ 
greatest pain I’d ever felt, would prove me to have been 
for him no more than scientific curiosity, a brief teenage™ 
experiment, a body waking up in blood, my only proof 
of the encounter, stitched-up like a corpse for me to,still 
attempt to live inside, and hated so intensely 

I refused it food. 
A planet also is a body, large and round and circling 
the brightest thing that it can see, and never leaving.» 
How arrogant, in retrospect, attempting such devotion 


~ 


It’s a mercy and a shame, how big we feel. 


9" How small we are. a 


Z 


/ 


IN WHICH THE AUTHOR ATTEMPTS TO QUANTIFY E 


The idiom, a king’s ransom, originates in England during the 12th cen 
was also called the Lionheart) was captured in Vienna on his way home From the 3rd crusade. It’s said 
he was held captive by the Holy Roman Emperor, his whereabouts unknown until he was discovered 
by a bard named Blondel. As the legends have it, Blondel was a childhood friend and sometime lover 
of the king, and keeper of a song that only he and Richard knew. He travelled throughout Europe 
singing half the melody until he heard a distant voice complete the chorus from the dungeon of a 
fort in Austria, and knowing he had found his royal love, Blondel seduced the prison guards, 
arranged a midnight rescue. It’s a lovely story, and it’s likely Blondel was a real man, as there are 
songs credited to him which date back to the time in which he would have lived—but then, there is 
the matter of the king’s ransom, a theretofore unheard of sum of silver, such that the entirety of 
Britain’s people, lord and peasant both, were made to pay a staggering amount of taxes for his safe 
return. You may here recognize the stage set for another myth, the one of Robin Hood. Perhaps, 
like me, you thought these taxes raised to pay for the extravagance of John, the King who ruled in 
Richard’s stead. Perhaps you also watched one of a number of renditions of this story, casting John 
as foppish coward, queer-coded usurper. Ironic then, the King’s resources and the kingdom’s also, 
drained on the behalf of Richard, he whose lover was a sweet-voiced minstrel; he who never stayed 
a-bed beside his wife and, although he was remembered as a sainted hero of the realm, learned not 
one word of English, and @vhen not engaged in fighting in the 3rd crusade) both lived and died in 
northern France. The lesson: If you can be brave enough, you'll be remembered as a man and whom 
you love adjusted as a courtesy by the historians of subsequent regimes. Whereas, should you choose 
avoiding bloodshed at all costs, like John (who ought to be remembered as the signer of the Magna 
Carta, the first document in human history to hold the monarchy as subject to the law), you'll be 
forever thought of with contempt, rebranded as effeminate, and left to suck your thumb in popular 
imagination. John: the spendthrift foil to his unseen hero of a kinsman and the fictional young thief 
who drilled the royal safe to feed the poor. All this to explain, 1 once held a king’s ransom of sad, 
enough to pave the roads of an entire town, enough (as was the case with Richard’s ransom) to be 
made into the silver coins of an entire nation for the next 800 years. A fortune whose beginnings 
tested in historical renditions of my people and whose ends arrived in the depiction of me as was 
rendered by a boy in undergrad whom I was madly limerent with, and who was so deep in the closet 
that instead of simply loving me, he told the whole school I was crazy, making up the whole affair, 
still weeping in my atms in private, mind, then calling me a stalker at off-campus parties where I 
wasn't welcome, leaving me with heart so heavy I could barely drag it between classes. It’s not 
helpful, how he’s been so happily in love for years with some girl who makes critically acclaimed art 
with him, that they sleep in the same bed like he never would for me, except the once, a night which 
stayed so watm as to keep color in my face for years, remembering the way he held me close and 
called my name while still asleep, when we were both much younger, and so, prettier and less in debt 
to pain. This one night, quickly over, in the end so costly and so worthless, that I spent the next few 
years and sadly all my tragedy on him and haven’t got a thing to show for it, nor do I have enough 
left now to feign surprise at mildly disturbing news, or try romance again. I’ve had my fill of war; 
I'll sign whatever makes you go away. Stop trying to change my mind about the way love is 
supposed to be, when I already know the way it is: like history, forgetting those who even 
momentarily forget themselves. To wit, ’m overdrawn, have nothing left but half a song and some 
half-dreamt design on being thought of as a man-eater, lothario, prodigious lover, and uncatchable 
young beast, a bard with a voice to open prisons— 

and incidentally, I hate the question. I resent the answer. 


a 
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PERFORMING SOLILOQUIES YOU’LL NEVER SEE 


a ~ 
.) I'm going to write a crown of sonnets for 
my made-up, good-for-nothing, lover—no 
Les % 
“e . I'm not, but y'all should see your faces. Time 
Bont _. there was I wasted time on love, a door 
ae ee left swinging in the wind, a dress to slow 
FS ae - the window shopper's swift perusal, crime — 
that starts a rumor more disastrous than ~~ 2 
> : . . 5 : = * . 
Tod Yas <e the broken law of stolen kiss itself. = a 
a a : 
2 - * The closet, glass or otherwise, is hell: . 


Srey God save the ones who lit the fields, who fanned — 
the loathsome debutantes of gossip. Me? 

I put the art before the horse, when tame. 
I'll tell you something about my good name— 
it came much harder than the infamy. 


- 
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OIYINEHHDII 
» WE after Danzig Baldaev 


a ~ Good boy that you are, “i Yi 
a . \ Se jail-sprung thief, = 
<>) the yard-built arms dressed _ 
5» in the ink you’ve taken i. 
like a lover at the changing of the guards— ~ 
, let’s play a game. Sa 
» Pll count them each, and you'll explain 
~ the meaning and the gravity J ee 
ym. gtaffitied into this, the body I adore. 
» The poetry poured over “ME Yay 
) ME and across the surface be /\ > es 
E of your fight-scabbed knuckles, wrist “9 
: and cheek, your shoulders a 
\ ® rounding at the heat ~ 
of being known. 
You bristle, 2 - 7} 
but I'll have the rest, . 
|. cause and effect, both— 
3 gold ‘that dances on your neck gi 
SS aan and glowing like a porch light, © 
& calling for my lips os 
_ BP siite you remain unmoving, ’ : 
* MW and unmoved. aes _ 
_So Iam yet again become the desperate wife, 
mad fingers grasp and climb you like the spider 


\ i Sete blacked into your thigh. yy 
® It marks you as a thief, iy Sal 
. but I give freely all I have 


. and throw it to the ground beside your shirt. 
F A snake around a woman’s waist, 
the belt that hisses from your hips, 
revealing open_eyes, . 
the throbbing honeybee 
See you've pent up in your briefs. 
It decorates you, hurt @& 
so deep that it becomes you 
and a silence I can’t prison break. 
I’ve often longed for men with mouths in lock-up— 9 
dragged from bars to bed without a word— 


= | ETA my time. 
rt | 


Now give me what I tunneled for. 2 


Me Aneok ee 
— No ONE ASKS ANY ite) fe LA Sy, 

. ae wel ii- { ve 

It’s true, that Flonda is one hell 
or another. Cross the border’ \ « 


‘ A>, leptin + ) 
Disneyland or ams addiction, monsoon season or a ‘a drought, it’s concrete, plastic™ 
beachfront, wetland swamp—dichotomies of politic and affect. Cult leaders av! 


and Kardashians take selfies in the Sunshine State alongside © “tee 
— : alligator hunters, stcing bikini models~ — } 
s —J mony TY with sun-leathered skin, the East / 
j i™ Fr Coast boomers watering the flower "“" - 


circus, coexisting ina 

heat, unbeatable, so wetite, : 
- — Se) L feels like you could swim it} 
) .£ still there’s no room at the 


net op 


a le Days Inn for my people, living 9" ™« 
= ~ openly, unbothered, unafraid. In 
| ft shadow of a pride flag he resents 
. | a red-hat tells her she can’t love girls + 
ie 7 er eS —— on account of having had a child with 


tet Man, and would it were so simple as 
ES vote—a switch flicked smooth, intuitive » 
as hatred isn’t. Hurt is just a word, but as 
she says it, telling us the story, it clings 
to her voice like weed smoke, like her ‘y 
baby with his fingers tangled in her “= 
“Foamy hair, this history of bodies that have 
cc been on hers, unsinking always in &* 


\ dispute, like love itself is just a? 
j \ town that you're a guest in, 4&-— 
j one you’d do your best to 
} j -¥%LTI=, clear before the day is 
eresrit a “« laid to rest, the sun J 
/ \ Ay tien ren @ tem sone down and 


et ee ee ee ge ee a eee ee ee eee eee 


SOMEONE TOLD ME THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS BAD THOUGHTS 


You spend the first few days alone 

and quiet, staring at the jagged rocks 

beside the ocean, and imagining a lover 

waiting there to take you in his arms, this 

time forever, promising an end with 

absolution, more alluring than the lust 

you held against your loneliness some 

night, to find at last what lives within you, 

brief as all biology, is fixed. Instantaneous 

mistake, and permanent transmission. Easy 

as an accident, a lapse in judgment, gap 

in vigilance, another uninvited guest to 

crowd into your bed beside the rest 

of them, the men with blurry faces, rifling 

hands, the losses that you drag against 

your wrists like rope. Regret grabs 

chafing hold of you, and your desire 

proving poisonous, has proven all 

the hateful warnings, old enough to be 

forgotten, true, if dull. A boredom sinks 

into your flesh like venom, settles deep 

into the bone until your body is become 

a cage—but was it not once beautiful 

and light, a place promised to you and 

only you, or maybe you and god, or 

maybe you and god and one who would 

become your only heart? A long way off 

and long ago, you heard somebody crying 

out there in the fog, and set to wandering 

in search of him, but now your bloodwork 

is a burning map, a maze in which you’re 

lost. I say, Remember you’ve committed no crime, 

save to love without fear, and you thank me. 

Catholic, I don’t pray often, but I worry 

constantly. I think of you while reading 

the Quran. I learn the god whose shadow 

you were raised within, forgives a stumble 

in the dark more readily than errant wish. 

I wonder, then, what hell awaits me for 

the dreams in which I bring divinity before 

a human justice? Sin of pride, beside your 

diagnosis. Kneel, oh Lord, I whisper in my sleep, 

and beg forgiveness at the feet of those you've wronged. 

Weep for them, their soiled bodies, until like the rain 

your tears have quenched their thirst, have washed them 
clean. 


a 


? 
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YOU DON’T GET TO TELL ME YOU FEEL BAD 


Apologies aren’t worth a damn when 

offered in the swollen light of torches, 

tongues of flame to light their hateful faces, 

tongues made slick in sight of blood (mine)— 
pitchforks of a kind. 


= 
They called a school assembly when I wasn’t 
done becoming and declared me irredeemable, 
while everybody cheered. ~~ ~ 


It’s customary, here, for those of you who’ve 
come to love committing violence such as this, 
to stand above my graying corpse and ask 
if what they did was really done to hurt me or 
to teach me, hum the strong narcotic song of 
shame against all sympathy and wait to hear 
what wisdom surfaced from within me while 
I slept in the asylum. 


Sure, I want to snarl and show you 
just how much they didn’t change the world, 
no matter how you try to weave the old mob 
tule into the emperor’s new justice— 
yet I won’t deny how easily I was convinced 
of my own guilt, how readily I was held 
hostage with a wooden gun. wd 


LY How tame I was. 
How happy to be proven wrong, 

and far too fearsome for my freedom. 
How agreeably I left myself to rot inside a cage 
of my own malcing. 


a A How I ented ‘the t teeth from my own head. 


. 
4 


How I built with my bare aul the gallows 


~ where I leapt before they had a chance to kick 


ia 


the chair, and levitated from the neck until 
obedient. 


THE NEW PROMETHEA 
I had worked hard for nearly two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life 
into an inanimate body...but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream 
vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart. 

—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein 


We who have been burdened with the love of them— 

have felt it going quick within us, dazzled mix of 
electricity and wickedness, a lit wick somehow casting 

shadows thicker than its absence— 
We who have been surgeons, smooth mechanics, soft 

touch engineers of locomotive dopamine 
and armchair therapy since birth, repairing the most 

gruesome daddy issues, bad habits, and hygiene, 
guiding their survival through the tent revivals of their 

youth and handling their snakes like angels— 
We who, to a man, to men, have made obedient 

companions—Somewhere, in between the first 
kiss and the first night spent beside a silent telephone, 

we each have known some Frankenstein, 
some genius madly driven by a search for the divine 

within themselves, who make of wedded flesh 
a long dead heart set recklessly to beating, body 

grasping wild as it staggers from the bed, 
inevitably left by what has given life to them without 

a given name, and so it is the two so often 
are confused, the maker and his monster, boundaries 

between them blurring until gone. 
)That Shelley would descend from midnight bedchamber, 

rus and bring with her the torch which would i ignite 

ae. genre known as science fiction writing, 

only then to weather academic intervention, 
making all the usual attempts to lift the credit from her 
.\ Te shoulders and then drape it on her husband’s grave? 
A joke revolting as an unearthed corpse. Of course, 
—> 2 | she loved him, desperately. Enough to tolerate 
the way he used her mother’s manifestoed feminism 
“a as a tool to justify a cruel free loving lifestyle, 
impregnating a number of her closest friends, enough 

ZA to work in service to his legacy after he died, 

neglecting her own life by putting his first, naturally. 
It stays a mystery, to me. Exactly why we do 
the things we do for love, and who precisely we become 
wr mW when polishing the haloes of the dead 
h grade oat the rabid scientist, the yellow-eyed 
and mindlessly persistent giant, 
something 
in between. 


to hi 


NEVER QUITE BURIED ™ ee TY e 


Por fear of waltzing right back into reckoning with something deeper, I revise rs 
my list, rebuild the shelves inside my closet, craft a new display box for my ties. 
a ——— athe 
I re-fold my entire wardrobe and arrange it all by color, even socks and underwear. 
I miss you, pull a bag of comaged vintage clothes from underneath my bed, prepare 


_ . eo 


a bath to soak them in, the water scalding hot 
and mixed with cutting edge detergent, and I watch_ 
~ / as, all at once, a stain bleeds 
from the collar of a polyester short-sleeved ~ 
se. = 
shirt made sometime in the 1970s. > 
Discarded half a century 


:  ; ago, it’s clean again. 


I want to be restored. Nothing mends. 


I hang the shirt outside to dry. ' 
I watch it dancing on the line, 


a phantom on the terrace, thinking of my sister, 
and the thrift stores where we went together. 


_3 months after you were dead, 


<— 
I didn’t want it to be true. It’s been ten years since then, 


TR: holy ghost, spent 2 


a hole in the fabric. Pretty something, left behind— 
= Horgive me. I thought I was better safe than wasting time. 


embroidering a field around your vices, and your anger, and your laughter, and your lies. 
3 ) } £ your, 
J loved you, like I (never) said. I stay devoted to my loss, and loss, the love of my life. 


I CAN SHOW YOU LIES 


‘A real breakfast.) 
(A pint of ice cream is not a real breakfast. 
Have some ¢ coffee with the ice cream. 
Take a shower. (It’s been days. You smell like Oe 
"Take a showet... (Take a ae ane oe { 
(Something = arta that fits)  ~ o 
Get dressed. (That shirt won't fit a Ole A pint ai ice cream is not areal breakfast) 


. 
7 ~ 
‘Cc ; 


(jellybeans are not groceries.) 


Make breakfast. 
Make breakfast. 


‘Call the pharmacys (Don’t yell at the pharmacist.) 
Call your mother. (Don’t yell at your mother.) 


(It’s been weeks.) 


(The only clean socks you have left are made a and it en 
This isn’t difficult. 


Do your laundry. 
Do yout laundry. 
Do your laundry: 


Write something. (Anything.) jf ) 


Open a new document: 


(That’s not a new document, that’s peti 4 / 
(Pornhub is not for writing, it’s for masturbating.) - 
(I understand how a poet might get the two confused. ) 
(Wash your hands. Now, write iia SEY iy / 
It was UE way he said it, that there’d always be this charge ovens — his kiss, the softest evidence, 
heart racing like a synthesizer on an upbeat 80s jam. On the ride back to the city, I told Emily that 
he and I would always be in one anothet’s lives. But his life was too short—he was dead the next 
day. Dead at 26. He hit the floor and shattered in his prime, while everyone still loved him. Now 
theyll love him for all ttme—and I’m the one who has to walk this glittering path, barefoot and alone 
for miles. God I hate him. Hate the way I find the shards of him embedded in my work like loose change 
at the bottom of a drawer, the way he went out like a winner, left me hollow as a silhouette. The way 
that everyone expects me to keep going, to keep waking up, to keep getting dressed, to drink my coffee, 
~ take showers, and live each day, all day, still making time each . to 


— -. : 
Make dinne (Good job Sean. You're so productive! You're an artist, even if nobody knows.) gga | 
Go to bed. joint, i —_— 


(Don’t roll a joint, it’s a weekday. Go to bed.) 2 _ 
Go to bed. (Go to bed. Put down your phone. The world will still be ending tomorrow.) —~— 


- —=— ~ 
> - + 


‘Tomorrow. 
You can do it. 
You can do it. 


(You can do it all again!) — 
(You can do it.) - 


| at 
ee 


I DON’T EVEN WANT YOU BACK 


You'll miss him 

if you blink—the long hair smoke-winnowed 
to frizz, and whipping through the breeze in miniature, slinking 
ovet basement floorboards, riding high (because that is the way 
that he does everything) with both hands clinging to the reins 
of a domesticated cockroach, skittering toward the next saloon. 


Below the row of stools beside the bar, he waits for happy hour, 
hoping some slurred fricative will let a bit of boozy drool fly 
from a juicer’s lips to catch within a thimble, or with any luck, 
a spill of sipping liquor he can gather up and carry home 
to drown alone his unextraordinary sorrows. 
Ohl! If only all the normal girls who used to crowd 
around him hadn’t grown up quite so much, or 
grown so fast, or grown so bored of watching him, his lifetime 
of performances before the kicked out stage lights of addiction, 
so repetitive, 
and so last-ditch, 
this farewell tour with tickets 
slashed in price and show times cut in half, a string of short 
engagements in the smallest theaters all but empty, even 
in the cheap seats, where at least our mother keeps 
a vigil and a doll sized suit and tie for him to wear when meeting 
with the latest magistrate, the same case made with fake sincerity 
through microscopic smile, held together by a pile of slow rusting 
push pins and her slowly fading faith in him. 

No sense in any sentencing; 
he’s grown so thin, the bars of every prison he deserves are much 
too large, and every time he slides right through them, slithers free, 
and inside of a week he’ll be right back, passed out beneath 
her bed, with cartoon stars collecting in the clouds 
above his precious and enduring little head. 


WINNING STREAK - 


I 


Fuck I look like drinking anything inside The Eagle but a 
the cheapest beer on tap from plastic cups, or else* @* * 
whatever spills out from these dumb and hungry bors, : 
who hunt for me like sunken treasure? 
Chest bare, as I walk into a sea of angels, sweat aac. 
upsy hit by chemicals. 


I bounce back ganning 


like a Bobby Knock-Down, hips shung bke I’m stl Be 
the one to beat—I’m clowning, but I’m cared 


on the shoulders of thei glances as they hnger on me 


lke I _o just be the greatest in the ak 


I ditch my fends to tongue box first one man and then 
another and the next, and then this evening’s pance =e 
through the throng t fo pull my face to his 


so he can taste me, and the rest is adic? 


of this camal wealth, a joy it took so long 
to come around on even as I curcled 


~ NOW every man’s an amateur compared to me. 


I'm laughing as his Highness slams me back into a shelf 
of half-drunk solo cups and two or three tip over on us, 
and we're soaked in gold foam 
while a wet kiss, his, fights 


through to rise like alchemy. 
I take him home. 
I take him sweet. 


~\ He’s still there, in the momung, 


wrapped up in my ams, 
“and pretty, shimmenng lke honey, 
or a three-tiered CrOpny: 


—=< 


CLARA BOW 


. 
The wide face, white, and brow-less, ¥ 
water on the moon, each eye, 
a smoke ring smear of shadow, eo 
. signature red lip crowned 
with a close cropped henna tint. 
To look at, nothing much—a" = 
and then she moves. The pieces come 
together, and it’s gorgeous, glorious, 7 
the way she lives and lives, coerces with 
each pantomime the audience, 
an instrument, each pout and gasp 7 
v eo ie ¥ a harp string glowing 
as at her fingertips. 
It’s criminal, 4 aw 7 
p= =r ow to talk directly of the art, 
> and shameful, wishing soa no other pay 


so much as immortality. 
— 


I used to say, 
wee | want to be as famous as i am in pain, 


but then the bearing of it, Saat 


7 pain, and bearing of the fruit of pain, 
meg. became the only job, 
a Pm andl nobody has ever been as famous - 
~ ay, as discovering the way that you were born 
y will always be a wall somebody else built 
in between you and what history 
| has chosen to remember, 


When I sit down at the desk, 
it’s just to write another te  — 
hoping evety time that this one makes it 
iY to the other side. 

te YS. 
I hear the lights there shine so brightly 
you can see the new gods in the distance, 
wat machines of blood and beauty, Sa 
+ > t beastly flesh approaching 
a ‘ slowly as the future, 

* flickering with heaven. j 

. Dazzling. © 
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Taylor Swift's album track for track and song for song. Featuring 16 brand new poems, this 
collection represents some of Mulroy's most personal and raw material toa date. Through 
sonic playfulness and capricious rhyme, these are poems best read out loud. 


TORTURED is an independent, not-for-profit project intended as a gift to fellow Tortured 
Poets, Queer Artists, and die-hard Swifties. If you enjoy what you read, show a friend, 
ar better yet, give it a shout-out! 


Mulroy can be found oan Instagram and TikTok @thevanishingman. 


